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■ After all these years it is safe to say that it was a successful article. I still feel its curse sometimes, as it is difficult to move away from the topic, and you are partly to blame for this. Do you feel some bias towards graphene now?
Not at all. I have certainly handled a great deal of manuscripts on graphene in the past. Part of the reason is the timing. I became an editor at the moment when graphene was emerging, thus I have followed it from the beginning and enjoyed it. The fact is that we used to receive a huge number of submissions on graphene, both at Nature Materials and at Nature Nanotechnology. I don't think that had anything to do with me or the fact that I published that Review, it was simply the fact that the field was growing. But the ratio of accepted over submitted papers was, broadly speaking, the same as in the other fields. It was just simply a reflection of what the community was doing. Now, I see a lot fewer papers on graphene in terms of submissions and many more on other types of 2D materials. More recently we have been seeing many submissions on 2D ferromagnets, which is a very interesting topic in my view. Thus, I don't feel responsible for graphene. Given your seminal work I think you are much more to blame than me! ■ ■ Talking about bias, were you biased towards your own field, semiconductor optics, when you started, and how long did it take before that bias vanished?
I was never biased in the sense that I would favour publications of papers in that field. I might have had a soft spot in that I enjoyed following the field and therefore reading those papers. I still do after 12 years. But the main reason I chose to become an editor was that as a researcher I was too focused on one topic. I was therefore willing to explore new areas as soon as possible. Of course, it was easier for me to understand papers on excitons in semiconductor quantum dots or wells initially, and still now I read them with pleasure. But when taking a decision, I have always treated them like all the others. ■ ■ When you take a decision, how much is this based on your judgement and how much do you rely on the reviewers' opinion?
As an editor, you really have to try not to look at the technical details and instead decide whether the results, assuming that they are technically valid, are likely to be significant. There are cases in which the results are simply not substantial enough to justify any conclusion and you can take a negative decision based on that. But those are exceptions. ■ ■ So the decision on editorial suitability is made by you, and you only ask the reviewers to check the technical aspects?
Yes, in the sense that the editor has the final word on suitability, even after review. But this does not mean that we disregard completely the opinion of reviewers beyond the technical aspects. If reviewers express their view on the importance of the results, we may take that view into account. For example, if all reviewers tell us that the results are correct but not necessarily important we may realize that perhaps our initial impression was overly optimistic and decline publication. In other cases, we may decide that despite the reviewers' negative opinion on the importance, as long as the results are technically correct we shall publish the paper.
■ ■ Do you argue a lot within your editorial team? Or is there a clear separation of topics, so you don't get into the territory of your team members?
Essentially one editor is responsible for a manuscript. We exchange opinions, in some cases more than in others, and as a Chief Editor I need to give my blessing of course, but I trust my team members to make their decisions. We also discuss a lot about strategy, for example on how much we should be looking for fundamental advance over technological developments.
■ ■ And, how often do you discuss with the editors of other Nature journals?
Regarding specific papers, never, because we are editorially independent. Unless we have decided not to publish a paper and, with the authors' permission, we ask editors at other journals if they are interested. At a more general level, we discuss considerably about editorial policies and strategies. In this period, what I just mentioned about the balance between fundamental and technical advance is often a topic of conversation. It is in the DNA of Nature editors to look for fundamental advance, but we are paying much more attention to technological advances. ■ ■ The publishing world is changing. Do you think that the editorial and review processes will one day be performed in a more automated way?
Frankly, I don't think so. That sounds like science fiction to me. Especially for journals that publish papers in the way that we do, that's not going to be possible, because there is a lot of personality in the way we make decisions, it's at the core of the way we operate. Will it happen for any type of publication? I don't know, but I think that before we reach the point at which decisions on publications can be taken in an automated way, science communication will have changed more radically, in ways that I cannot even imagine. ■ ■ We all know that the number of journals has increased dramatically, and people are very busy. how difficult is it for you to secure reviewers?
It is undoubtedly more difficult now than when I started in 2006, because there are more and more journals, but somehow, we still manage. I'm hoping it's because we do a good job and we engage with the community. Thus, scientists are happy to review for us because they assume that we do good job in deciding which papers are worth considering for publication. ■ ■ A more philosophical question: how do you know when the 'next graphene' will be coming? Are you afraid to reject a brilliant idea simply on the basis that it's too unconventional, too non-mainstream -how do you discriminate between the brilliance and lunacy?
That's a very difficult question to answer. I think the lunacy that we see is usually quite easy to spot. Otherwise, for the unconventional, it's really a case-by-case situation. I can't give you a generic answer. You could choose the safe option and not publish anything unconventional, but that would not be doing the job well. So it is really a case of evaluating carefully every time, asking others' opinion and taking the best possible decision. I know it's not a very good answer to the question, but there isn't really one. I don't think it would have made a difference. I can't quantify how many glossy publications, and I don't think that is the point. I think that I would have been more focused on what really matters. I would have tried to understand why I was doing what I was doing more than I did when I was a PhD student or a postdoc. ■ ■ But is there any simple advice that you can give young researchers now? Maybe, be bolder and braver?
Bold claims are fine if there is a justification for it, otherwise it becomes hype and that can even become counterproductive. Clarity is the most important thing. The clarity in one's mind as to what they are observing and how it can be explained and written down in a simple way. That's really a very good first step if one wants to publish an important paper. I don't remember ever taking any of your papers specifically, but, unfortunately, I am one of those who don't manage to switch off very easily. I remember once camping in the rain with my son and, while he was sleeping, I took a difficult decision on a paper. Sometimes it's easier to switch off, sometimes it's not. I don't necessarily take papers with me all the time, but I find it difficult not to think about them, even when I'm not supposed to. ■ ■ Do you sometimes get a fantastic idea that you would like to develop yourself and regret bitterly that you haven't got a lab immediately adjacent to your office? And who are the lucky scientists that you share those sorts of ideas with?
It does not really happen that way. My mindset is not that of a researcher anymore. The only time it has happened is in the field that I was working in when a researcher. For example, when I saw the first papers on optical emission from 2D materials I immediately thought that it would be interesting to place them in a cavity. But it was not such an original thought. Others thought it too and in fact did it. Otherwise, if it is a field I have not worked on directly I think it is much more difficult. Well, one of the reasons I became an editor was that although I was still interested in research I was becoming much more interested in learning about other people's results than my own. Thus, I decided to contribute to science by facilitating its dissemination rather than doing it myself. But although I enjoy what I do and believe in it, I also realize that eventually it is scientists who do science, so I often question the importance of my role. I don't have an answer. But I'm hoping it makes a difference for somebody. ■ ■ You are too modest, obviously, editors and reviewers have an essential role. In your case, you have contributed to Nature Materials and Nature Nanotechnology. With all the new journals appearing all the time, we can fantasize about launching Nature Pulizzi. What topic would you cover? 2D materials, topological materials, genetics, biology, music, anything else?
